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AN INTERVIEW WITH:

William B. Newcomb (BN)

CONDUCTED BY:

Roberts D. Sawrey (BS)

DATE:

October 21, 1983

TRANSCRIBED BY:

Pat LeMaster

&

Sally Keaton

-Interview I-

STONE

&

THOMAS COLLECTION

This is Bob Sawrey, ah, the interview today is with Billy William
Newcomb, ah, concerning the history of the Anderson Newcomb-Stone
&

Thomas Company.

Ah, recording on October 21, 1983, in my

office at Smith Hall.

Mr. Newcomb is the son of the founder of

what was the Valentine - Newcomb Company, later Anderson - Newcomb
Company and was then taken over and became part of the Stone

&

Thomas Company.
BS:

Why don't we start, ah, Billy, with you discribing what
you've just showed me.

That picture there of your

great grandmother.
BN :

All right.

I have a (grandmother) a picture here made

from a tin type which probably dates to 1850, of my
grandmother and her sister with their mother.

My grandmother

Emily Cox, her sister Sarah, and her mother Evelyn.

Ah,

Evelyn was widowed when my grandmother was, ah, about
11 months old.

My grandmother was born in 1843.

of course, is my paternal grandmother.

Ah, Evelyn

remarried and lived in Barboursville for a time.
then married a man name Adolphus Bukey.

And this,

And

During, ah, they

were there at the outbreak of the Civil War.

And my

grandmother, by that time, was quite, ah, an accomplished
horsewoman.
of riding.

And, ah, during the Civil War she did a lot
Sometimes to help out the Union Army because

she could carry a message between Guyandotte and
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Barboursville when a soldier might have been ambushed .
Ah, she, ah, also, ah, ah, participated in, ah, some
interesting chases by (laughs) Confederate cavalrymen.
I think they were just chases.

They never ended in capture

but they would see her somewhere and take out after her.
BS :

Excuse me for one second please .

(Yes)

Could you spell

her second husband's last name?
BN:

Bukey. B-U- K- E- Y.

(O . K. Thank you . )

Ah,

In 1862, my

great grandmother Evelyn Bukey and her husband moved to
Guy andotte .

And took over a large house which they

converted into a hotel .

Of course, Guyandotte had been

burned in 1861 by the Union forces after a Confederate
raid .

The Union forces, ah, burned the town in retaili-

ation the day after the raid.
destroyed.

So some of the hotels were

And since there was a great deal of traffic,

military traffic in and out of Guyandotte on the Ohio
River Steamboats, ah, hotels was needed and this one
prospered immediately.

Ah, my grand . . • great grandmother

apparently was a very strong person, ah, her, her second
husband I, I think was not all that great.

I had a

conversation with, ah, the, ah, with, ah, her granddaughter
of a s .• • of the second marriage, ah, Mary Kelly West. Ah,
Mary's dead now, but when I talked with her she was about
90 years old.

And she told me that her grandfather was

3

no good.

(Laughs)

He was just, ah, a horsetrader and,

ah, and probably never contributed anything.

But she

also told me something else quite interesting, that
Wilson Cox my great grandfather who died, ah, I guess
in 1844 had been in a partnership with his brothers to
supply firewood for steamboats, and apparently, ah, it
was quite a business.

They were up at Cox Landing and

Mary West told me that according to her understand that
when he died there was a division made of property and
that my great grandmother and each of her daughters
received 3700 dollars.
in, ah, 1844.

Which was quite a sum of money

But I think it was possible because the

Cox's had extensive land holdings on both sides of the
river.

And one of Wilson Cox's brothers, Nelson Cox,

later was a prominant fruit grower in Lawrence County.
He also traded up and down the river.

He sent, ah,

produce to, ah, all the way to New Orleans.

Ah, his

grandson, Nelson Cox, still lives in Huntington and in ••.
He told me once that in his possession, and I believe
in his sisters possession, they have their grandfather's
diaries on what he, and his records of his business
transactions so the family, ah, apparently was of excellant
stock •• The anc, the ancestor who came out here at the time
of the Revolution was James Cox and .•• He was a one of G••.
George Rogers Clark's soldiers.

However, ah, even though
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Colonel Wallace says in his book that James Cox partici pated in the famous raid on Vincennes, ah, the family
tradition says no that he did not go with Clark to, on
that raid.
BS:

was, ah, this James Cox, to pursue that back a little
bit, say let's get them back to England or something,
was he an immigrant himself or does the family

BN :

No, he came, he was born in, ah, in Virginia.

Ah, I have

the name of the county but I can't call it to mind at the
moment.
BS :

Is your impression then that his, his parents were the
immigrants?

BN :

Or does it go back •••

It's possible although it's . • • it's almost impossible
to determine.

(O.K.)

The one problem is that the, ah,

census records in Virginia for a certain period were
destroyed in the fire when the British burned the Capitol
in Washington .

I know that because my wife's, ah, people

came from Albamorrow County, Virginia and we have a complete
record of them, ah, in many ways .

But my great grandfather

Newcomb was also born in Albamorrow County and while we
were investigating the records of my wife's family, ah,
we tried to get at some of the Newcomb ancestery.

And

although we could find marriage, ah, records, we could
not find any birth records in the courthouse in
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Charlottesville.

So I cannot determine, ah, the ancestery

of James Cox beyond the fact that he was born in Virginia.
Ah, but I am quite certain that both my grandmother and
my grandfather had a, ah, English background.
back I cannot .tell.

(O.K.)

How far

My grandfather Newcomb,

William Hill Newcomb, was born, ah, at Maldon, West Virginia
where then it was Virginia,

in 1838.

His father had

migrated to, ah, this part of the state from Albamorrow
County Virginia sometime earlier, how much earlier I do
not know.

He was born, that was William P. Newcomb, and

he was born in Albamorrow County.

He served in the, in

1796, and he served as a corporal, I believe it was, in
the army during the war of 1812.

Beyond that we don't

know much about his, his ancestery.

I can not determine

it.
BS:

That 1796 that you just mentioned, Bill, was his birthday?

BN:

Yes.

BS:

O.K.

BN:

And he, ah, he moved into West Virginia, what's now West
Virginia, and finally settled at Red House on the Kanawaha
River and he built flatboats there that were sent down the
river carrying products from West Virginia.

And these boats

were built in such a way that they could be torn apart at
New Orleans and sold for lumber.

And that apparently was
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his occupation.

And he died in 1859.

Ah, my father, my

grandfather had a brother named Torn Newcomb who was I think
a year or so younger, and there were • • • My grandfather
marri, my great grandfather married four times, ah, my
grandfather's mother was Sally Hill, and she died, ah,
shortly after his brother was born.
1840 or a little after.

Ah, probably around

Then, apparently, from an old

family Bible my great grandfather married Rebecca Hill.
I assume might have been a sister, and this was apparently
very offensive to my grandfather because in the family
Bible he pasted another record over top of that record
of the marriage.
Rebecca Hill.

And I never heard my father mention

The older half - brother of Tomi

William

Newcomb, ah, left home at the outbreak of the Civil War
and joined the Confederate Army and was never heard from
afterward .

My father, my grandfather and his brother Torn,

ah, walk into Charleston and joined the Union Army, and
both became officers.

Torn was a, I believe, a second

Lieutenant, but he died early.

He died at Gallipolis.

Ah, I can't remember the, ah, I th •.• I can't remember
whether it was tuberculosis or some other disease he
contracted, and died during the war.

Ah, he and my

grandfather served in the same regiment, same company
and my grandfather first was the flag bearer for his
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company or regiment.

Later he was, ah, after my, after

his brother Tom died, he was promoted to second lieutenant
and finally to first lieutenant.

He participated in, ah,

battles beginning with the second battle of Bull Run, ah,
this was a cavalary regiment.

It first started out as

mounted infantry and then was converted to cavalry.

Ah,

he participated in the Battle of B •.• of, ah, .Droop Mountain
in 1863 which was one of the bigger engagements in West
Virginia.

He also accompanied, ah, General Averal on his

famous raid to Sa ••• Salem Virginia in December of 1863.
He then was moved with his company to Guyandotte, ah, and
was there in 1864 in command of his company.

His Captain

had been promoted_ and he would have been promoted I
think, except that the company by that time had been so
decimated that there were not enough men in it to justify
a captain.
Guyandotte.

But he was in command of the company at
And was occassionally a guest for meals and

perhaps a room at the Bukey house.

The little hotel my

great grandmother and her husband ran.
where he met my grandmother.

And that was

My grandmother kept diaries

beginning in 1865 for three year, and this included her,
ah, various, ah, association with different army officers
including, ah, a

colonel, ah, from, ah, who was in

command of an Indiana regiment stationed in Guyandotte
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for a time.
for Indiana.

And this man later became Secretary of State
When my, ah, grandmother made her, ah, trip

beginning in 18- in March of 1865 by steamboat to
Cincinnati, ah, then on by train to Indianapolis, ah,
the Colonel met her at the railroad station and took her
home as a g ••• as his guest in his home.

And on the way

to Indianapolis though the train stopped at one point
and, ah, they learned about Abraham Lincoln's assasination
and when she arrived in, ah, Indianapolis, she immediately
ah, put a back, a black border of crape around her, ah,
union apron which the women wore.

She made a little

crape, ah, boutoniere that she, ah, wore.

And the

Colonel, ah, managed to get a special pass for her so
could see Abraham Lincoln's body when it was lying in state
in the capitol building in Indianapolis.

She traveled

quite a bit in Indiana on that trip and on a later trip
after she was married.

Apparently, ah, some of the

relatives of Indiana soldiers had been in Guyandotte, cause
I can't account for the many people she visited in Indiana
in any other way.

Then after the war my grandfather decide

to open a dry goods store in Guyandotte.

I think my

grandmother who did a great deal of sewing according to
her diaries was influential in persuading him to try that.
He had saved some money during the war and I don't know
how much he actually invested in this thing but he borrowed
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money also.

Ah, the store was a complete failure.

Ah,

my father was born in 1870 and he told me he could
remember when that debt was finally paid off, good many
years later.

After that my grandfather, who had been

originally trained as a carpenter, ah, worked for the
C

&

O Railway in the shops in their car shops and, ah,

later he, ah, built the wooden, wooden, wooden locomotive
cabs that were in use then.

Of course, later the

locomotive cabs were all made out of steel but at that
time they were built of wood and had to be, ah, intricately
constructed so they would stand the shock of the road.
He was in poor health, ah, according to his military
records which we got from the National Archives.

He, ah,

had a hernia at a time when they, apparently, didn't know
what to do with hernias.

And that made it difficult for

him to do certain kinds of work and I think this job as, at,
ah, ah, cab building was probably less strenuous that building
cars.

He, ah, continued to work, however, and, ah, the

family, ah, was • • • I should have gone back a piece.
When my grandmother was married she had saved $700 and
my grandfather took the $700 and bought material and by
his own hands built a cottage in Buyandotte, which is still
there.

It's been considerably altered and turned into

a two story building but, ah, I can remember it very well
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as a very nice looking cottage, and that's where the
family lived for a good many years.

However, as part of

his employment with the railway the family had to move
into what they called the 'Brick Row'

c

&

o

on 8th Avenue.

Railway had built company houses

along 8th Avenue.

The

for their employees

There was a frame row and a brick row_

and I was told by a woman who lived in the frame row that
there was a great deal of prestige if you lived in the
brick row.

Now just how that came about I don't know.

Ah, however, ah, he could • • • he had to move in that
house in order to hold his job.

There was also times, I

think, during the 1870's particularly when the railway
was in bad shape financially, and my grandfather, ah, had
no work for quite a long periods of time and there was one
time when he came home and, ah, announced that he had been
called back to the shops to work again and my father and
his three brothers began to celebrate out in the front
yard and then their mother came out carrying a $20 gold
piece that she had hoarded as a last resort against an
ultimate disaster during all this period when her husband
was unemployed.

However, he probably picked up some work

because I remember my father telling about, ah, that he
built a, a man died across the river over in Proctorville.
He was a very large man and they had no coffin around that
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could be used.

So, ah, my grandfather and another man

built a, a custom (laughs) made (laughs) coffin for this
man.

And I imagine that he got other work of that sort.

He also had the distinction of building the first store
building in the city of Huntington, I believe in 1871 as
a contractor.
BS:

He.

That would have had to have been before he went to work
for the C

&

O then?

BN:

No, I think it was while, ah, • • •

BS:

Or during the lull?

BN:

He may have • • • I think his work at the C
and on.
ah, C

&

He helped build the shops.

&

O was off

He helped build the,

O freight station down on 2nd Avenue.

And, ah, I

cannot tell exactely all of his employment but he, ah, he
was in and out working for the railroad.

And how long

he, ah, was an independent builder I do not know.
I don't think it was too often.
store building.

And

But he did build this

He, ah, also at one time served as a

Justice of the Peace.

And he was at one time a candidate

for the, for the mayor of Huntington, unsuccessful of
course.

My grandfather was a very mild mannered man.

My grandmother had a very firey t •.• temper.

And, ah,

(laughs) they seemed to be almost opposites in their
personality.

My memories of my grandfather, ah, were a

12

very frail man.

And, ah, he, in his latter years, ah, he

set up a picture framing shop in the Anderson-Newcomb Store
building on the 3rd floor and, ah, I can remember going
in their seeing him working.

But, ah, he died in 1915 when

he was 77 years old and for some time before that he had
been very frail.
BS:

How about your grandmother, when did she .••

BN:

She died in 1931 and, ah, she never felt she was a well
woman.

But she had to have a very strong constitution.

Ah, she (laughs) was •.•

She kept her own house pretty

much until her final years when my father provided, ah, a
woman to, ah, help her, take care of her and, ah, one of
my uncles lived, was living at home when she died.
BS:

O.K.

Let's g~ if we can, to the next generation.

Your,

your father and his siblings and (O.K.), and that kind of
information.
BN:

Ah, as I pointed out, my father was born on October 17,
1870.

That's the third son of the family.

His brother

Edgar Leete had been, was the first I think, he was born
in 1867.
BS:

How do you want to spell that middle name?

BN:

Ah, I believe it was L - E - E - T - E.

BS:

A family name of some sort?

BN:

No, my grandmother named her sons for four lawyers who
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were guests at the Bukey House.

And, ah,

(laughs) the firs~

Eagar Leete, ah, my, the next one was Laben Moore, ana my
father was William Holaerby ana the fourth brother was, ah,
Quincy Lee.

Ana, ah, these names were a £ ••• these lawyers

that she haa probably servea meals to at the hotel.
BS:

O.K.

BN:

Ah, of the four brothers only two coula be callea successful.
Eagar went to work for the railroaa ana, ah, became an
engineer and spent a great aeal of his life in Kentucky.
Ah, he was down at Olive Hill, Kentucky.

And, ah, in his

later years he was, ah, ah, operating a locomotive that
helped the other trains over the hill down there, which
they, they neea to put on an extra engine to get the
freight trains over the hill.

Ana that job appealea to

him but my father said that if, if he haa been an engineer
he wouldn't have restea until he had a passenger run on one
of the crack trains which my uncle was eligible for but
never wantea.

He also, ah, moved his family.

at Olive Hill but he moved his family,

He married

finally, to

Huntington and, ah, maintained a dairy down on 6th Avenue
for some years.

Ana later out the 16th Street Road, what's

now Route .10 and established a dairy out there.
that was where he was living when he died.
sons, ah, stayea in the aairy business.

And, ah,

One of his

Ah, his daughter,
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ah, Lillian, ah, married and, ah, some of her, one of her
daughters is living in Huntington now.

And, and some of

her grandchildren living in Huntingto~ even a great
grandchild.

Ah, the brother Frank worked for the railroad

but both the brothers died of cancer.
early in life but ah,

Ah, not, ah, not to

Then Uncle Laban, ah, had

som& ah, nervous disorder.

I don't know just what it was

but he never managed to make much of himself.

He just,

he made a very unfortunate marriage and, and didn't get
any support from that.
everything he did.

And he was unsuccessful at nearly

He died, I think, as a result of this,

ah, ah, he had seizures.

Whether they were epilepsy, I

do not know.
BS:

Could, could you also spell his name?

BN:

L - A - B - A - N.

BS:

O.K.

BN:

Ah, he was a liability for my father financially because

Laban Moore.

Thank you.

he, he took on the job of warehousing flour for some
company as a distributor.

And rats got into the flour

in this warehouse and he was in a very serious position.
And my father sold a portion of his interest in the
Valentine-Newcomb Company in order to bail his brother
out.

And was never able to recover from that loss, which

later amounted to something because he just lost the
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increased value of that stock.
quite intelligent.
he had low ambition.

Ah, Quincy Lee, ah, was

A man I could enjoy being with but
And, ah, he and my father, ah,

organized a whole-sale candy business at one time and, ah,
Quincy let it go to pot just because he wouldn't get out
and work hard enough and then after that he managed to
have one job after another of, ah, selling candy for, ah,
wholesalers or distributors and, ah, he was also something
of a political hanger-oner of Republican Party.
was never rewarded for his
BS:

But he

(laughs) word healing.

Your, your father's connection with the candy business
that he and Quincy were involved in, was that before
the store or

BN:

No, that was while the store was in operation.

(O.K.) But

an illustration of, ah, of what could go on was that, ah,
my father said that an order came in from across the river
for a good order a candy.

And, ah, Quin said it couldn't

be filled because he only made trips to Chesapeake, ah,
once a week.

My father said, "You're sitting there doing

nothing get on that ferryboat and deliver the candy.
don't walk away from business."
operating.
BS:

Ah, let me turn this over.
End side 1.

Don't,

But that was his way of

(Billy Newcomb/side 2)

BS:

Whoops.
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Go ahead with this story about Quincy and the candy

for a minute.
BN:

Well, ah, Quincy died, all my fathers' brothers died before
he did.

Ah, Quincy, ah, attended some kind of a Republican

rally one evening at the Frederic Hotel and as he came
down the steps apparently he had a stroke and fell down
the steps and broke his head open, literally.
to get to my father.

Ah, now

My biggest impression of him was

his energy and his enthusiasm.

Ah, he was a very kind

man and he, ah, always had an optimistic frame of mind.
He was very enthusiastic about the 20th century.

He had,

he and his brother Laban had gone to the, ah, Columbian
Exposition in Chicago in 1890's, in 1893 they were there.
And then he, ah, the year I was born, 1904, he went to
the St. Louis World's Fair.

And I can remember him

telling me, ah, with great enthusiasm about the wonderful
things that were going to happen in the 20th century.

Ah,

he had at least 8th grade education. I think, that a High
School had been established by the time he reached that
point but I don't think he put one full year in High School.
Ah, his education as far as it went though was very sound.
Apparently, in those days, ah, an 8th grade education
was almost as good as high school is today in many
respects.

He had a thorough grounding in, ah, arithmetic,
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ah, a good grounding in history.

Ah, for a very unusual

reason he, ah, spoke gramatical English with very few
lapses.

His mother's sister Sara had married a man named

Ben McGinnis.

Ben McGinnis had taught singing Geography

around as sort of a traveler from school to school.

In

those days, ah, children were taugh to bound the states by
singing, also to sing the counties of the state and bound
them.

It was,

it must have been a very interesting thing

and that was what brought him to Guyandotte.

He was also

something of a lawyer, I don't know how much training he
had but he ended up being a judge.

My father said that

whenever he would be in contact with Uncle Ben, he would
be correcting his grammer, and not only his grammer but
his manner of speech.

For example, he said that if his

mother sent him over to his Uncle Ben for something, some
errand, he would come in and blurt out she wants me to
bring so and so and, ah, his uncle would stop him and say,
"Now Will, ah,

just who, who did you say?",

"She.", "No,

that's not enough, who sent you here?", "Oh, Maw.", "Oh,
I understand now."

And, ah, so the old man just gave him

that kind of going over.

He said at the time it just

bothered him no end, but in that he was always thankful
that he had done so because not only did he speak English
correctly, he knew how to, ah, address people and how to
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handle language.

Ah, I was impressed always with his

concise use of language, both written and oral.

Ah,

then so far as employment is concerned, ah, I think
the first job my father had was with a woolen mill in
Guyandotte.

And from that experience he seems to have

gathered a great deal, feeling for fabrics.

He could

understand, ah, the, what went into making the woolen
fabric because they wove fabrics there.

And he always

talked to me about that experience as being one of the
highlights of his boyhood.
12 years old then,

Once, he may have been about
The family, ah, survived 2 floods

of Guyandotte that flooded the house, one in 1883 and one
in 1884.

And the 1884 flood, a man gave my father a little

boat, I don't know how good it was.

And he paddled around

in the flood waters and I can imagine that he got all the
way down to Huntington,

ah, to, ah, see sights down there.

He told me of one experience though and at, at the mouth
of the Guyandotte River, imagine a 14 year old boy, ah, in
a boat, by himself at the mouth of the Guyandotte River in
a flood,

and he saw a cat marooned on a floating log and

tried to rescue the cat but, of course, the cat, when he
reached for it began, when he got a hold of it, began to
scratch him so, furiously he had to give up and pitch the
cat into the river.

But it sort of illustrates his feeling.

He also told me that he use to carry a, ah, piece of fur
in his pocket and must like to feel that fur.

Ah, I think

his mother had some influence on his ability to handle
fabrics because she was a very enthusiastic seamstress.
She made clothes for herself and other members of the family,
she had a sewing machine as early as 1866.

Ah, she, in

her diaries she was continually referring to fabrics she
had bought, all the way from calico's to fine silks.

She,

ah, apparently had quite a feeling for fabrics and, ah, I
saw very little of her, ah, sewing but what I did see was
beautifully done.

And I believe that it was my grandmother

who steared my father into a dry goods store.

He had worked

at the, ah, Ensign shops which is now, ah, the American car
and Foundry, ah, place but he didn't like that kind of
work.

He had very little mechanical ability and he

probably had no oppor, future there except as a laborer and
he worked there, I think, when he may have been 14 or 15
years old .

I believe he began as a, ah, working in a dry

goods store for a man named Beall.
16 years old.

Probably when he was

Ah, Beall's name was spelled B-E-A-L-L.

When my father was 18 years old, Mr. Beall decided to give
up on Hunttngton.

That would have been in 1888, and moved

his business to Zanesville, Ohio.

And, ah, he sent my

father up to Zanesville to receive his goods when it was

shipped up there.

Then my father came back to Huntington

and went to work for R. A. Jack, who had a dry goods store.
Ah, I think that this is a good point to talk about the,
ah, nature of training that a young man would get in a
dry goods store.

I believe it was something of a

survival of the apprentice, ah, relationship with an
employer that went on a century earlier.

A century earlier,

ah, wh, a young man would have been an apprentice and lived
with his employer and so on to receive this training, and
probably get practically nothing in the way of pay except
his keep and clothing.

An I don't know what amount of pay

my father would have received when he was 16 years old but
apparently it was the way of doing things that a, a young
man coming in that way would be, would learn everything
about the business.

He would, there was no kind of work that

he was not expected to do from sweeping out in the morning
to, ah, cleaning oil lamps and so on there was total job
and everything that had to be done was by all the people,
even the proprieter would participate in sweeping out the
store.

The thing that they had to learn, my father said, as

salesmen was to not only, ah, sale the yard goods, ah, make
that help the customer make that selection but then more
than half the sale came from other things that went with
making a dress, ah, those dresses in those days were

wonderfully constructed, you had whale boning, ah, weights
to hold the fabric, the dress down, ah, there were a lot went
into triming, ah, there had to be alining, lining.
the dresses were completely lined on the inside.

usually
There were

other things like bucrim that went in to stiffen them in
places so my father said the thing he had to learn first of
all was after you sold the fabric all the other things that
went into the making of a dress.

Then there was the matter

of appreciation of fabrics, which is something that we're
losing very rapidly.

I'm going back, of course, to the time

when we had, ah, pure dye silk, pure linen, virgin wool, 100%
cotton and a wide variety of weaves and finishes and qualities
and these dry goods salesmen had to understand all these
things.

It was marvelous to watch my father in the New York

market, ah, buying fabrics, ah.

Now the thing fabrics had

then that they're losing rapidly now is what we called the
hand.

Ah, if you bought fabrics the, ah, salesman would

hand out a length of the fabric for you to feel, ma that
survived even up until I was, ah, buying yard goods in the
1960's.
it.

You, you couldn't appreciate a fabric without feeling

I remember being in a wholesale house with my father one

day in New York and, ah, he was selecting goods but, ah,
at the moment he was standing in front of a stack of cotton
goods.

And the salesman, ah, who was waiting on him said,

"Now that stack of goods behind you is a certain construction,"
in those days it was always 80 square, 64 square, etcetera,
relating to the fineness fo the weave and my father just ran
his hand over this bolt of goods and said, "No, that's, that's
not what you're saying it is.
64 square."
up."

That isn't 80 square that's

And the salesman says, "Well, I put that stock

And he said, "Well, look at it."

father was right.

And (laughs) my

But, his fingers were that sensitive to

a difference in quality that all he had to do way lay his
hands on a bolt of goods and he knew what it was.

Of course

today our fabrics are all beefed up to stand the various
chemical processes they go through to make them wrinkle
resistant, ah, ah, make them, ah, shrink proof and so on,
ah, and there's a great coarsness in the fabrics compared to
what they were, ah, even 20 years ago.

Ah, fine cotton fabrics

have practically disappeared from the market, ah, because,
ah, they blend them now with polyesters and other things.
Ah, pure dye silk is a great luxury today, ah, and, ah, ah,
as, when my father was buying silks there was no label on it
that told you what was in it so he had to depend on his, ah,
tactle sensations to tell him whether this was pure dye silk.
Now pure dye silk, ah, means that when the silk came from
Japan or China or wherever to this cnuntry it came in skeins
and it had the natural gum still in it.

It would go then to

a throwsters plant and the throwster would, ah, boil off that
natural gum so that the, ah, yarn would go through the
machines to be spun into, into yarn.
BS:

That throwster is that the name of a process?

(Yes) How do

you spell that?
BN:

It's T-H-R-0- W- S-T-E-R.

BS:

Does it have anything to do with throwing?

BN:

Well, what they do there, eventually they throw this silk
from the skeins into these machines that twist the tiny
fibers together into a thread that can be woven.

So, ah,

as, I was in a throwsters plant one time and, ah, they were
telling me that a dishonest throwster, after he boiled off
the gum that was in the, ah, silk, he had to replace that
with something else in order to still make it flexable and
so it would go through

the machinery without breaking, and

a dishonest throwster could add metal salts and other things
and go beyond the original weight whereas he was only supposed
to restore the silk to its original weight.

Well, the thing

that happened with the metal salt was that it gave your
silk a fairly good hand but in a short time the metal
salts, ah, would come out of solution and split the silk.
Particularly certain fabrics like taffeta which were supposed
to have, ah, a rather stiff hand you could (laughs) it would,
ah, it would split.

Ah, my mother's wedding dress was made

of taffeta and I have it at home and it's in perfect condition.
apparently my, if my father had anything to do with that
fabric, he knew what he was doing because that taffeta's
never split and, ah, in all these 88 years.
virgin wool was the thing.

Ah, with wool,

My father could lay his hand on

a peice of wool and tell you almost instantly whether it was,
ah, mixed with something else, whether it had been, ah, some
reprocessed wool had been added to it, you know the, ah, and
he could, ah, ah,

• He, he could touch linen instantly

and tell you whether it was all linen, ah, he could, ah, ah,
and he had very long, sensitive fingers and he, he thourghly
enjoyed handling fabrics.

I remember being with him in New

York City in 1926, we went into Lord & Taylor's

store and

at that time in New York, the yard goods over the counter were
still being sold by men.
fine fabrics were men.
enthusiasm.

The only salesmen in Lord

&

Taylor's

And he stood there with the greatest

He thought if I could just get a job there, I,

that was where I could learn the business, it scared me because
I thought here was theses women on 5th Avenue wouldn't look
at me if I were put in there, I'd have to serve a long
apprenticeship before I could, ah, sell goods there.
he never lost that feeling.

But, ah,

He just loved to, ah, get a new, ah,

truckload of yard goods into the department and take the
wrapings off and unroll some from the bolt and exclaim over how
beautiful this fabric is and how fine it is.

24
BS:

Did he, ah, transfer that?

The impression I'm getting is

that this is a gentleman who
hugger (No) of people?

(No)

likes to touch.

Was he a

That didn't transfer to that

kind of situation?
BN:

No. No, not at all.

It seemed to be mostly with the

merchandise he handled.
china.

He had the same enthusiasm for fine

Ah, he, he just loved the feel of it.

Ah, it's

interesting that in describing fine china, if you read
books on the subject, ah, they'll talk about the temperature
of a particular kind of china, ah, and of course you'd hold
it up to the light to let the light, ah, real china or
porcelain is translucent, ah, you would, ah, get a cup or•
something and hit it with your thumbnail to make it, ah,
ring.

All that sort of thing.

There's a feeling about some

merchandise that, ah, is hard to describe.

I happen to have

a period when I was a china buyer at the store.

That was

one of my most thrilling adventures in the market was to go
into these English houses particularly and see all the
varieties of, ah, china and also glassware.

And you get,

you build up an enthusiasm for the merchandise and of course
that is transmitted to your sales staff.

And that, that's

what makes a store go is this enthusiasm on the part of the,
ah, people who are running the business and for the
merchandise they're selling.

And, ah, of course, ah, that's

something that's working away because now we are dealing with,
ah, national brands and fads and all sorts of things so that,
ah, when I was, particularly when I was buying children's
wear, one of the most interesting things was to hunt up
small manufacturers in New York and listen to the man that
ran the business, ah, tell you about what he had put into
these garments and why and so on.

And, ah, then you would

make an alliance with him to have the line exclusive for your
store and you'd have something that nobody else in town had.
That's what, ah, makes a store interesting.

Today you can

go from coast to coast, as I have, and visit stores and
they're all alike.

The merchandise you find in New York

(laughs) is the same as you'll see in the west . Ah, we've
gotten, come down to a point where, ah, individuality is no
longer, ah, possible.

Ah,

(pause).

Ah, this thing about

men waiting on the women,ah, seems to have been a preference
on the part of the women.

They wanted men to wait on them.

And, ah, that persisted, course it, in, in the ValentineNewcomb store it ended when they moved to 3rd Avenue.

The

proprietors no longer sold yard goods because they were to
busy with other things, the store was to big by then.

But

my father had, my father told me that he had just, telling
people as kindly as he could that he no longer had the time
to wait on them.

Well, women still came in and wanted to

buy from him directly.

7
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BS:

Now, when, when he was working for this Mr. Jack (Yes) that
was when you feel like, well plus with the Beall, that he
was really beginning to get the ideas of how to work in a
(That's right, yes.)

dry goods store.

was that store at

that time at all, ah, selling ready-to-wear anything?
BN:

No.

No, not then.

I think R. A. Jack and Beall were both

strictly dry goods stores.

(O.K.)

And, by the way, my father,

ah, had a fondness for that term dry goods.

It was a long

time before they began calling Anderson-Newcomb a department
store. Ah, he, ah, in fact the, that was nationally so the National
Retail Dry Goods Association which is now the National Retail
Merchants Association retained that dry goods name for a long
long time and, ah, the big department stores over the country
still consider themselves as dry goods stores.

And, ah, I

don't know how you, you were distinguishing between hardware
and groceries (laughs) and so on.

But a dry goods store

was primarily built around the yard goods.

And that was

before ready~to-wear became, ah, to dependable.

For one

thing, the dresses that were being made, let's say in the
1880's and '90's, ah, really didn't lend themselves to
ready-to-wear.

Now coats could be made and sold successfully

but now dresses, ah, were to intricately designed and, ah,
fitted almost professionally.

In fact, ah, at the, at the

Anderson-Newcomb company we had a dress making department,

run by a Mrs. Tucker.

And in 1913 when they built an addition

to the building on a, an annex onto the back of, on one side,
the top floor of that building, three story building, was
devoted to dress making.

They layed a parquet oak floor .

The architect who designed the building designed a very
handsome, ah, fireplace that never had any fire in it but he
personally came and selected the tiles for the hearth for that
fireplace, to make this a very beautiful room for Mrs . Tucker
to receive her customer~ then she would take them to, ah,
ah, a room behind where she could, ah, measure them and
the, ah, regular customers each had a dress form made to
their measurements on hand and Mrs . Tucker could do the
fitting on that .

But a dress might take a half dozen pin

fittings before she was through with it.

So, ah, that was,

ah, by that time the store had a ready- to - wear department but
still, a lot of women wanted their clothes custom made .
BS:

Now your, you seem to be talking specifically about women's
clothes.

(Yes . )

In the dry goods line of the business, did

they carry the kind of materials like we would think of denim
or work clothes material or was that somebody elses profession?
BN:

Well, I don't know about men's work clothes, ah, I do know that
they cal, they carried what they called jeans, which was a
denim fabric, over the counter as well as they would carry
canvas and they would carry other, ah, bulky, ah, coarse fabrics

for various purposeso

And of course they carried, ah, sheeting

by the yard for, ah, making sheets.

And, ah, they had bleached

sheeting, they had unbleached sheeting.

You could buy the

unbleached for a lower price and, ah, and in time it would
bleach out in use.

Ah, the, ah, ah,

Now my grandmother

when my grandfather had a store, ah, in her diary she records
that she made men's drawers on her sewing machine that were
sold in (laughing) the dry goods store.
ready-to-wear, huh?)

And, ah,

(The first

Yes, and ah, I don't know whether she

made other undergarments for women or not but she did make
men's drawers.

And probably women's drawers too.

what they called the underpants.

That's

Ah, she also, for herself

and others, made what she called shimmys which was an
undergarment.

Shim-mys, ah, later they were call tidies, ah,

she would make, she made, ah, ah, what they called a shimmy
band, which apparently was the top of the garment, and she
would make these for people, just make the band and then
apparently they attached it to the shimmies and I assume
that that band was a substitute for the brassiere which
didn't come on until much later.

And, ah, so I think some,

I know that some of the fabrics in a store would go into
men's shirts and undergarments, ah, although most men in
those days in the winter wore union suits knitted, ah,
garments that were factory made.

Ah, so • . •

BS:

The kinds of dry goods stores and customers we're talking
about as a women's world.

BN:

Mostly, yes.

And most of the customers were women.

Very few men came in.
a long time.

(O.K.)

And, ah, in fact that persisted for

Ah, they would have, during my childhood they

had what they would call a Spring and Fall opening at the
store, ah, they would have it on an evening when they had
all there new spring merchandise in, there was a balcony,
open balcony, then on the first floor and they would bring
in some musicians who would sit up there and provide music .
The store would be decorated, ah, with flowers and other
things.

And, ah, people were, women were encouraged to

bring their husbands down to see the new things.

And my

father and his partner would be out passing around cigars.

-END SIDE 2-

Billy Newcomb - - - - Tape 2

BN:

A hundred and ten year or more with the railroad so I'm
going to go to work with them on Tuesday.

RDS:

O.K.

You're talking about this open house kind of thing.

BN:

Yes.

Well, ah, they would get some men in for that but

even as late as, as World War II in the, in the 1940 1 s,
ah, we didn't have all that many men coming in the store
there.

Then there was a change that came about, ah, that

we began getting more men in and what would amaze me was
ah, in many cases, ah, the men would come in with their
wives and of course by then we had a mens department of
considerable proportions and, ah, ah, there were men
buying directly in that, ah, they would come in at
Christmas time to buy. gifts of hosery and cosmetics and
so forth.

And, ah, but by the 1960 1 s we were getting

them all the way to the 6th floor to, ah, ah, select
draperies and so on.

We were getting them into housewares

and china, and glass frequently.

Ah, and what surprised

me was that on the 6th floor in the art goods department,
girls would come in there to look at patterns and select
materials and their boyfriends were coming along with
them.

High school kids and college kids, and that would

have been absolutly unheard of, ah, earlier.

In fact,

when I took over the children's wear department in 1920- • •
(pause), 8 I think it was, the infants department was at

one end of the 4th floor and then the girls department was
in between them.

We had the boys department on the other

end and my desk was on the boys department end and I was
told by the principles in the business that I should be
very, ah, circumspect about going up to the infants
department when a pregnant woman was buying a layet, she
might be embarrassed and, ah, I've lived to see the day
that there's absolutely no embarrassment (laughs) about
that .
RDS :

And, ah, but that was, that was the way it was.

Let's take this in a little bit different direction .
Since your father is functioning in what amounts to a
woman's world, was there anything in his personality
that, ah, and I don't mean to suggest that he's effeminate
or anything like that, but did he like women, was he
outgoing, ah, friendly, or was it just the job he was
in?

BN :

He was friendly with women, ah, he, ah, never made any
great show of it, ah, when he was with women .

Women liked

him and he was, ah, he was a very powerful person in
the Methodist Church and, ah, he always had the
cooperation of the women.

He was active, he was the

superintendan~ of the Sunday School for a long, long
time.

He practically ran the finances of the church for

many years and could always, ah, deal with the women's
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organizations that would usually make a contribution to
the anual budget, ah, through their activities and, ah,
I can remember him getting excellant cooperation from
them during World war I, right at the end of World war

r~

we had the, ah, flu epidemic and, ah, the, t hrough the
city my father was appointed, sor of as a chairman, to
provide food for people who were ill because this hit
every economic level and they, he set up a, ah, kitchen
in the, ah, Presbyterian Church to produce soup, and the
work was done exclusively by women.

Another one at the

Johns Memorial Methodist Church, which he did not belong
to, ah, to produce delacacies like, ah, Jell - o and so on
to persuade people to eat. And a third one at the
Congregational Church.

He organized all that work with

these women and managed it very successfully.

And at the

store his relations with the sales staff was always
excellant as far as women were concerned bu I, I, ah, he
was not, ah, well lets just put it frankly, he was never
as interested in women as I have been and am.

In other

words, of course I practically grew up in the store and,
ah, most of my employees and the assignments I had in the
store were women.

I like women, I got along with them,

I never had any flirtations with any of the employees.
I was faithful to my wife, but I traveled with my employees,

J4
my assistants to New York frequently and, ah, ah, when I
lost my wife 3 years ago, ah, there was an awful void in
my life because we were very, we had been lovers and
sweethearts for 54 years when she died and, and, ah, I
miss her because she was, a h, she always wanted to be
kissed when I left in the mornings for work.

She would

be hurt if I didn't kiss her and hug her when I came
home in the evening and, ah, our association was so
intimate and wonderful that I just miss her and if it
were not possible for me to be around where women are and,
ah, get some attention from them, still (laughs) on an
honorable level, I'd be very upset and.
RDS:

But you don't think that
for something.
for,

• I, I, don't mean to press

What I'm really looking at is, or looking

is some way to account for the fact that, that he was

very comfortable and very successful in a non - male world
and was there anything in his personality, ah, I don't
know what I'm searching for exactly, ah, a kind of a
kindness or an empathy with women or understanding what
women wanted, ah, that differentiated him, say from a guy
that drove a cab?
BN:

Well, I think there had to be some element in his make-up
that, ah, I think one thing that women never felt in any
way menaced by him.

They never felt that he would go to

far with them and yet, ah, he was open and friendly with
them and there's a point there, you know, you can, you
can be with women and not overdo it (laughs), not, not,
ah, offend them and, ah,

I can only think of, ah, a

few instances in which, ah, ah,
problems with women.

(pause) ah, he had

I mean, ah, well (laughs), ah,

this I think was a black mark on him.

He came home;

he was always moving things on the main floor; he would
get up in the morning with something on his mind he was
going to move one of the departments.

He'd call up

J . W. Bell, who was a building man, contractor, and
say, "Jim, come down here, I want to talk to you", and
he'd come down; and next thing you know there'd be a
gang of carpenters in there, ah, tearing out something
and moving departments around and, ah,

So he

went to work one morning with that in mind and he was
going to move one department clear to the other side
of the floor and one of the saleswomen just balked,
"I'm not going" and without any hesitation he said,
"Alright, you just get your doll rags together and
leave you're fired''.

He gave her, he didn't give her

a second chance and, ah,

(laughing) I can remember his

anger in 1918, you know we, on November the 7th the word
came through that, ah, the war had, that World War I had

ended, but it was just a false alarm.
town went wild, you could • • •

It was, but the

It was terrific, people

with their cars driving around honking their horns and
people in the streets celebrating and so on.

That went

on for hours into the night then the word came through
that this was a false alarm .

Well, on the 11th when

it really came through, they had closed the store that
day, ah, one of the saleswomen came to my father, I was
on the main floor, and he said she said, they called him
Mr. Wills, "Mr. Wills', I think its terrible you' re not
closing the store on this Armistice Day ~ and he just
turned to her and said, "You make me sick.
away and that was it.

11

and walked

(Laughing .•• ) But he closed up

the store once and he, he wasn't about to close it the
second time.

But, except for a few instances like that,

ah, he always had good, good relations with the women and
it might have been something in this woman that didn't
move, there might have been something going on before
that I didn't know about it, but a long time after my
father died I believe, one, one who'd seen this thing
happen said that that girl didn't really want to quit,
she was just protesting but it, it didn't help any.

Yet,

\ '.

there was always sort- bf working capitol, ah, one young
woman who was working there, I think she was about 16 or
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17 years old, came to him one day and said "Mr. Newcomb if,
my mother has some money if it'll help ya she's told me
that she'll, she's willing to invest it in this business
or lend it to you to let you have it if you need it ~" · It
was that sort o f thing that went on.

Then (laughs) there

was a woman that came up from, ah, Ashland and I didn't
know, quite know the connection but she, ah, would come
into the store and she was very anxcious to talk with me.
She was about my father's age, maybe a little younger.
Just couldn't leave me alone and I didn't understand why.
She told me she had worked at the store but she just
wouldn't leave me alone and, ah, ah, my father said, when
I told him who it was, "Oh,

11

he said, "I remember her.

She worked in the store.", and he said when I would be, ah,
working, she would come up, young, much young, I quess she
might have been 10 years younger than he was, she would
come up behind him and lean her (laughing) back against
him and I don ' t know whether it embarrassed him or not but,
ah, he. apparently she couldn't, even when she was now a
grandmother, she couldn't get that out of her system.

This

affection for my father, so it was just that those are the
things that · I observed.

Now, otherwise, he, ah, he could

get along with men too.

He was active in many things

where, involving men.
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RDS:

Let's go back a little bit to, picking up where he was
working for the R. A. Jack and let's see if we can get
from there to founding the store, maybe 10 or 15 minutes • ••

BN:

O. K. , ah •• •

He worked with Jack until 1895 and then he

needed a better job because he wanted to marry my mother,
so he left them and went with the Barlow- Henderson Company
which was a wholesale dry goods house, and he was, he
had become their city salesman and then was getting
ready to go out on the road fo r them as a salesman and
he, that was about, that was right after John Valentine
had opened a store of his own.

John Valentine had worked

with my father with, in an R. A. Jack store.

In fact,

he was a brother- in - law of Jack's and John was in business
just about a year or less when he went broke.

He, he ran

out of money and he owed a lot of money to Barlow-Henderson
so Charles watts, who was the head man at Barlow- Henderson
approached my father with a proposition that he borrow
some money and go into that bankrupt business.

Of course

Watts wanted to recover the several thousand dollars that
Valentine owed him.

So my father managed that he paid 10%

interest on that $2000, which was high interest in 1895.
And as I understand, the corporate charter for Valentine
and Newcomb was, ah, issued on the very day that my father
and mother were married, on September 4, 1895.

He went to

work for $50 a month and Valentine's salary was the same.
Course, Valentine still had the major stake in the business
so my father's percentage of it was the $2000 up 25%.
They did 56 thousand dollar business the first year they
were together.

And, ah, my father always said that that

was quite an achievment and apparently they made a little
money.

And it was primarily, I think, because my father

was a balance wheel for Valentine.

What I gather about

Valentine, he was very popular as a salesman, ah, he
perhaps had the right instincts for the business, ah, .he,
ah,

I remember my father telling me that after they moved

to 3rd avenue, that Valentine had a heavy, gold ring and,
ah, he, ah, whenever the salespeople began to get a little
noisy, he would rap on a showcase with that ring and quiet
them down and, ah, he was a good looking man so, ah, ah,
they got along pretty well together, apparently, for some
years and in 1897 the business was growing to the point
that both of them got on the train for a trip to New York,
ah, they were, they left Huntington in time to leave the
train in Washington and be on time for William McKinley's
inauguration.

And they went on to New York and I don't

know how m~ny days they spent there, and of course, ah,
what they were doing was getting away from the local
wholesalers and the wholesalers in Cincinnati and other

places to get to the national wholesalers and importers
in New York.

Ah, many of these national wholesalers

were associated with the large department stores in
New York and, ah, ah, but the importers also played
a big part.

My father said that on successive trips

when he became known that when he would arrive at some of
these wholesale housed there would be men standing out
front wearing long - tail coats and top silk hats and one
of them would immediatly recognize him and would open
the door and usher him in there and then precede him
down the isles in this wholesale house announcing his
name,

"Mr. William Newcomb of Valentine - Newcomb, Huntington,

West Virginia,"

and then this man would stay with him

in a sort of a flunky all the time the interactions were
going on and, ah (laughs) ah, apparently these, ah, people
in New York were really interested in catering to, ah,
these merchants out in places like Huntington, ah, they,
then of course in 1901 or maybe before 1901 when the
business had grown to the point that they felt they had
to expand, they bought the lot on 3rd Avenue, where the
store is now, for $13,000 and they erected a 3 story building
which cost .$25,000 and they borrowed that money, at least
part of it in Cincinnati.
RDS:

Let's go back a little bit and bring in Valentine's

background.

If you can, maybe a little bit on his family

and his experiences, that kind of thing and then we'll
puck up next time from.
BN:

I see.

Well, Valentine, ah, ah, I don't know whether I

can pick it up readily, I don't know to much about Valentine
because, ah, by the time I was old enough to know him,
he had left the store and, ah, ah, he lived across the
street from us.

I don't, ah, ah, remember ever be, having

much contact with him because, ah, he wasn't, ah, all
together acceptable to my mother and, ah, she just didn't,
ah,
RDS:

(laughs) think he was

But the store that he started was your basic dry goods
store,

BN:

(That's right.) no other departments at that •••

At that time, later they did expand into, ah, ah, into,
ah, ready-to-wear on the second floor of that 9th street
building, ah, and how, just how successful that was I do
not know, ah, he was, ah, ah, ah, ah
had no children.

• Valentine, ah,

I'm not sure that, ah, ah,

This is what Colonel Wallace says about John Valentine,
"Was one of the most popular merchants that ever lived in
the city.

Carne at an early date and was a candidate for

council soon after his arrival."

After serving an appren-

ticeship in the store of Harmonson, now Harmonson had a
store in Guyandotte and moved it to Huntington later, ah,
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and, ah, it was a partnership of Harrnonson and Jack, ah,
then he embarked in the mercantile business.
therein until his death.

Continued

Ah, ah, h~ apparently he was a

partner in Garland and Valentine.

Garland had a big store

down at 9th Street and 3rd Avenue for a time and, ah, ah,
then in, ah, well that was 1887 to 1890.

But I do know

that, ah, he and my father worked together in a, ah, Jack's
store at one time and, ah, there of course he, he was
joined by my father and, ah,
RDS:
BN:

(chuckles) ah, sold out.

What happened to Valentine?
Valentine, ah, got money and opened up another store, not
to long after he left this company, over on 4th Avenue
where the Keith-Albee Theater is now.

It later became the

Zinner-Bradshaw store and burned, I thing in 1926, one
morning in December.

This was completly destroyed but

Valentine, by that time, ahd worked at, had worked for
D. R. Sissler which is up on 9th Street behind the old
library where E. F. Hutton and National Mattress are.
That building was a department store, not very, never
very successful.

He worked with them for awhile and then

he worked for McMann-Deal and Bradshaw-Deal at the corner
of 3rd Avenue and 10th Street where the ah, ah, Convention
Center Hotel, or whatever you call it, is now.

There was

a department store there, so he actually worked for every

department store that ever existed in Huntington except
The Huntington Store down on the corner of 9th Street.
And, ah, I, • • • he had a problem with alcohol, ah,
during his time with my father bu I think he straightened
out later in life and, ah, I think he got away from that
and, ah,

I think he lived a very respectable life up to

the end of his

And I remember going with my father

at the time of his death, ah, to call all of his sisters
home, ah, my father always had a fondness for John Valentine
and, ah, ah, yet he just recognized the fact that the
partnership couldn't continue.
RDS :

O.K.

BN:

O.K.

How 'bout if we stop here for today?

End of interview for 10/21/83.

